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Intro to Activity and Participation 



Considerations for individuals with Down syndrome1, 2

● Hypotonia (Low Muscle Tone)
● Increased joint mobility and ligamentous laxity
● Linear growth differences
● Decreased strength
● Decreased coordination
● Associated medical complexities

● Motivation 
● Cognitive skills
● Learning style 
● Communication

Body Functions & 
Structures

Personal Factors



Barriers1, 2

● Lack of accessible, inclusive, 
and properly designed 
programs

● Transportation
● Negative attitudes or 

challenging behaviors
● Competing family obligations
● Parental education and income
● Lack of social support

● Knowledge of physical activity 
and health

● Positive attitude with exercise
● Determination 
● Positive social and family 

attitudes 
● Knowledgeable professionals
● Structured programs

○ Adapted to needs
○ Provide knowledge
○ Are inclusive
○ Promote social interaction
○ Promote enjoyment 

Facilitators1, 2 



Expanding the “HOW TO” in your Toolbox

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY



What is Physical Activity3

Bodily movement produced by the contraction of skeletal 
muscle that increases energy expenditure above a baseline 
level

Aerobic Muscle 
Strength 

Bone 
Strength 

Balance Flexibility 



Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans3

Preschool Aged Children: 3-5 years old
● Physically activity throughout 
● Active play 
● Variety

Children and Adolescents: 6-17 years old
● 60 minutes (1 hour) or more of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity daily

○ Aerobic: Vigorous-intensity physical activity
○ Muscle-strengthening
○ Bone-strengthening

***Children with disabilities may need to modify these 
recommendations based on type of disability and overall 
conditioning level



How to Determine Intensity:



Prior to beginning any new fitness, physical activity, exercise 
routine, consider checking in with your primary care provider, 
a physician, and/or physical and occupational therapists



Physical Activity at Home



Ideas to implement physical activity at home4, 5

● Implement it into a daily routine
○ Create a schedule and routine with a visual (include a motivator at the end!)

■ https://connectability.ca/visuals-engine/ 
■ Keep it consistent!

○ Create a calendar, use a dry erase board, or create a log of activities and performance
● Start with small, reasonable goals

○ Increase duration by seconds or minutes
○ Increase intensity for short periods of time 
○ Increase distance traveled

■ Use an accelerometer or fitness watch to track goals

https://connectability.ca/visuals-engine/


Home ideas cont.
● Use exercise videos

○ Pre-existing videos for kids (start with beginner or easy)
○ Make your own! And then complete them together with family members or friends
○ Use motivating music

● Make games out of exercises
○ Involve the whole family
○ Friendly competition 
○ Bucket game, existing games including Twister or Hyperdash, Fitivities, The Floor is Lava, 

create rules within games



Balance
(including Proprioception and 
Postural Control)

-Balance allows us to 
hold our body up 
without falling over

-Proprioception is our 
sense of where our 
body is in space

-Postural Control 
involves alignment of 
the head, neck and 
trunk while moving 
arms and legs

-Core Strength involves 
the ability of the 
abdominal, back and hip 
muscles to work 
together 

-Core Stability involves 
the ability of our spine 
to remain intact and 
support movement 
without collapsing 

-Coordination involves 
use of the arms or legs 
together
-Bilateral Coordination 
involves using both 
sides of the body 
simultaneously or 
reciprocally
-Hand-Eye 
Coordination involves 
use of our vision and 
muscles together

Core 
(including Core Strength and Core 
Stability)             

Coordination 
(including Bilateral and Hand-Eye 
Coordination)
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-Coordination involves 
use of the arms or legs 
together
-Bilateral Coordination 
involves using both 
sides of the body 
simultaneously or 
reciprocally
-Hand-Eye 
Coordination involves 
use of our vision and 
muscles together

Coordination 
(including Bilateral and Hand-Eye 
Coordination)



Exercise Buckets-Pick 1 exercise in each

CoordinationBalance Core



Physical Activity in the Community 



How to incorporate physical activity in the community 
● Utilize support people to complete exercises 

○ Respite care providers, family members, babysitters  
● Organize neighborhood or play group 

walks/rides/rolls
○ Neighborhood apps and social media pages 

● Look into a gym membership for older adolescents 
○ Utilize recumbent bikes, Zumba classes, weights, and 

treadmills. All with close supervision.
● Plan family bike rides to a motivating destination 

○ Parks, sporting events, farmers market, lunch 
● Explore community programs or sports programs



Riding a Bicycle6 
● 10-12% of children with Down syndrome have been reported to learn to 

ride a 2 wheeled bicycle6

● Benefits include improved confidence, opportunities for socialization, 
balance, and physical activity6

● In a study that looked at teaching children with Down syndrome to ride a 
bicycle (Ulrich et al)6:

○ 56% of children who participated in the training program learned to bike
○ 12 months later, those who learned to ride a bike spent less time in sedentary 

activities (by 75 minutes/day)
○ Those who learned to ride a bike spent more time in moderate to vigorous activity 

than the control group



Bicycling Resources



Maximizing Success
A script for Community Partner(s):
My name is _____. My medical complexities 
are listed here:  _____. I learn best with 
visual demonstration and increased time to 
process the directions. A visual schedule 
may also help me know what is coming 
next, or what items make up an activity. I 
may need to break up the activity into parts 
before putting it all together. I may also 
need a few more times to practice.



Summary and Questions
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